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Background 


This collection of case studies represents sum- 
maries of interviews conducted with twenty Pol- 
ish individuals and families who have recently 
immigrated to Canada. The purpose of the in- 
terviews was to collect material for a video 
production dealing with the experiences of re- 
cent Polish immigrants to Canada. 
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Methodology 


The selection of interview subjects was based 
on recommendations by individuals involved 
with Polish immigrant aid organizations in 
Toronto and Ottawa. The interviews do not 
therefore represent a random sample in any 
statistical sense. 

Although similar questions and issues were 
raised in each encounter, the interviews were not 
conducted according to a strictly defined ques- 
tionnaire. 


Among the issues raised in the interviews were 
the following: 


How long have the immigrants been in 
Canada? 


Did they come directly from Poland or 
through a third country? 


How long did they wait for admission into 
Canada? 


Were they well-informed about conditions in 
Canada by Canadian missions abroad? 


Are they alone, or how large is the family? 


What work did they (and their spouse) do in 
Poland? 


What professional qualifications do they 
have? 


Were they sponsored by the government or 
privately? 


Why did they settle where they did? 

Did they speak English on arrival in Canada? 
How long did it take them to find housing? 
Are they making progress in learning English? 


Are they satisfied with the government’s 
assistance? 


How long did it take to find work? 
What kind of jobs have they held in Canada? 


Are they attempting to get their professional 
qualifications recognized in Canada? 


If so, how? 
Do they feel they are making progress? 
What were their first impressions of Canada? 


How is Canada different from what they are 
used to? 


What expectations did they have of Canada? 
Are they happy to be here? 


The study does not pretend to be statistically 
rigorous. It is, instead, a series of case studies 
presenting a broad cross-section of recent Pol- 
ish immigrant experiences, evocative rather than 
conclusive. 
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Summary and Analysis 


A survey of the results of the twenty case studies 
indicates that virtually all those interviewed were 
happy to be in Canada. Of the total sample, 
only one individual was totally unhappy and 
wanted to go back to Poland. Two or three 
others still expressed reservatons about being 
here, either because they had just arrived or 
because they had been through unusually frus- 
trating experiences. 

The majority of those surveyed seemed to be 
happy with Canada and would choose it again 
given the chance. One lingering impression from 
the whole series is of a correlation between 
length of stay, material or professional success, 
and degree of satisfaction. This might be an area 
for further study. 

Opinions about the government’s immigra- 
tion program varied. Complaints and criticisms 
can be broken down into several categories. 

There were a few complaints about the ad- 
vice prospective immigrants received from 
Canadian posts in Europe. In these cases, either 
the advice was wrong or it just was not very use- 
ful. Most others, however, seemed happy with 
the advice they got, or were satisfied enough not 
to raise the issue at all. Generally there was a 
desire for more relevant information about job 
prospects. If one area of improvement in the 
posts is called for, it is in the amount of 
employment-related information they can 
provide. 

There were a few complaints about official 
insensitivity or about wrangles over levels of as- 
sistance the immigrants expected. Clearly the 
immigration service must process tens of thou- 
sands of individuals a year, and its opportuni- 
ty for personalized service is severely 
circumscribed. Nevertheless, it should be borne 
in mind that many immigrants, especially from 
Poland, are coming from a regime in which 
bureaucratic incompetence and insensitivity are 
rampant. Anything that can be done to mitigate 
their first contacts with Canadian officialdom 
will go a long way to reassuring them. 


In general, the government’s program of as- 
sistance for newcomers is popular and respect- 
ed. Some individuals who were privately 
sponsored regretted that they had not gone the 
route of the government program. Others tried 
to get government sponsorship and gave it up 
in the interests of coming to Canada more 
quickly. 

Inevitably, there were several complaints 
about assistance policy. Some immigrants ar- 
rived with the attitude that assistance was due 
to them for a year and were very disappointed 
when it did not materialize. Others expected to 
be given English classes and were disappointed 
when they did not get these classes. 

The policy on English classes is a weakness 
in the government’s program of assistance. The 
attempt to segregate those who need English 
from those who do not in order to find work 
is probably futile. It leads to strong feelings of 
resentment and to cheating on the part of im- 
migrants, who pretend that they do not under- 
stand English. 

Those who were not given classes based on 
the decision of immigration authorities com- 
plained that the English they knew was insuffi- 
cient to get by or secure a decent job. If costs 
permit, it may be easier to simply make availa- 
ble English classes to everyone who wants them. 

Virtually everybody surveyed wanted English 
classes and agreed that language is the key to 
success in Canada. If they criticized the classes 
it was because they did not provide a more 
thorough grounding in English. 

Those who genuinely do not need English 
classes will probably not want them, preferring 
instead to go to work as quickly as possible. 
Such individuals will probably not want to waste 
six months on government language assistance 
programs, since the desire for financial indepen- 
dence is a strong motivating factor at this early 
stage. Some individuals have a difficult time 
deciding between going to English classes, and 
wanting to earn money right away. 


One area which might deserve some attention 
from immigration policy-makers is a program 
to help prospective immigrant entrepreneurs get 
started more quickly. In some instances, im- 
migrants are both willing and able to not only 
set up their own businesses, but to hire em- 
ployees. Such businesses could play an impor- 
tant role in helping people get settled and 
become more productive. The individuals in- 
volved could be encouraged more than they are 
at present. One big problem they face is the lack 
of credit that might help them secure the tools 
and materials needed to start up their business- 
es. A small, short-term and fully repayable loan 
might be an appropriate form of assistance to 
help bridge this difficult initial period. 

One major sore point is the issue of Canadi- 
an recognition for professional qualifications. 
The obvious attempts by Canadian profession- 
al associations to keep out immigrants only fuels 
resentment and a feeling that immigrants are se- 
cond class citizens denied the right to work in 
their chosen careers. Arguments by Canadian 
professionals that they are simply trying to pro- 
tect standards do not persuade immigrants who 
see these regulations as a means of preserving 
local monopolies from competition. It is not 
clear that a solution to this problem is possible. 
But it does seem that Canadian immigration 
policy admits some of the best and brightest 
prospective citizens and then condemnss them 
to a life of frustration by preventing them from 
exercising the talents that made them attractive 
prospects in the first place. This anomaly 
deserves to be resolved. 

On a more positive note, none of those in- 
terviewed who had children reported any seri- 
ous adjustment problems. Virtually all of the 
children learned English quickly, were doing 
well in school, were happy to be in Canada, and 
did not want to go back to Poland. 

Finally, it should be reported that when it 
came to the process of adjustment, people 
seemed to respond to it in individual ways that 


defied categorization or generalization. Certain- 
ly many people commented on being disappoint- 
ed by the physical appearance of Canadian cities 
(many mentioned their surprise at our ubiqui- 
tous hydro poles) and many also had some criti- 
cisms of Canadian culture. On the other hand, 
few of these criticisms were deeply negative, and 
only in one instance did they reflect an inabili- 
ty to adjust to Canada. 

For the most part, despite their critical ob- 
servations, people were adjusting well, and were 
happy to become Canadians. Many observed 
that Canada was unique in the world in having 
a multicultural policy and an atmosphere where 
one can be both Canadian and Polish at the 
same time. They appreciated this freedom to 
reconcile different perspectives and saw it as one 
of Canada’s best features. 
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